INTRODUCTION
in his biography than any man who had cever yet lived'. And
if this claim may be too large to accept, Boswell must be given
due credit for having produced a portrait of extraordinary
vividness and fullness and a biography which has never been
superseded.
Although the reception of the book was - as the author
congratulated himself in his advertisement to the second
edition - Very favourable', Boswell was not generally
thought to have produced a masterpiece. For many years,
indeed, he was derided as a foolish, interfering, absurdly vain
busybody who was determined to push himself forward to
catch the reader's attention and who brought forth a great
work in spite of himself, as though by accident. 'Any fool,9
wrote Thomas Gray when the Tour in Corsica appeared,
'may write a valuable book by chance.' And later critics pro-
pounded the view that, if the Life had merit, that too was
achieved by chance. It was not until the eleventh edition of
the book was brought out by John Wilson Croker in 1831
that Macaulay pronounced it the best biography ever writ-
ten, and Thomas Carlyle, in an enormously long review,
rated it in worth as a book 'beyond any other product of the
eighteenth century'. 'It was as if the curtains of the past were
drawn aside,' Carlyle continued, 'and we looked into a coun-
try ... which had seemed forever hidden from our eyes ...
Wondrously given back to us, there once more it lay. There
it still lies.'
While wary of such hyperbole, modern scholarship has
given Boswell his due; and though his methods, his evasions,
his intrusions and shortcomings are all open to such attacks
as that launched by Donald Greene, he is not likely to be
deprived of it.
This edition, from which much material, including most let-
ters and Boswell's unwelcome and unwarranted intrusions,
has been omitted, is based on the 1799 edition, the last in
which the author had a hand. That version, edited by George
Birkbeck Hill, was reprinted by the Clarendon Press in 1904;
and was subsequently revised and enlarged by L. F. Powell*
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